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It must be noted that this is a revised version of my thesis
report, restructured with minor changes after consulting with my
thesis committee. Although my original intent was to
systematically identify the many-sided concept of time as it
pertains to my participation in the arts, it was clear after reading
the first draft that there were additional issues on my mind. Not
wanting to lose the stream-of-consciousness approach of the first
draft however, I have been very frugal in adding and subtracting
from the original text.
The concept of time has remained as my thesis proposal
because I feel it ties in well with my concerns about the past,
present, and future. Like one of my paintings however, it was
interesting to see my writing branch off into other areas of
concern which I must have felt the need to investigate. This, I
feel, is legitimate nonetheless.
P.S.
March, 1995
INTRODUCTION
"There is nothing more entertaining than to have a frank talk with
yourself. Few do it - frankly. Educating yourself is getting
acquainted with
yourself." " - Robert Henri
In structuring my thesis, I have decided that the best format to
follow would be one of a free-flowing dialogue with myself. This
is the approach I take to making my paintings, and I feel that only
through such an open-ended inquiry, will I be able to solidify and
transcribe some of my inner thoughts onto paper.
THESIS PROPOSAL
As an artist and human being, I have always felt an
unexplained and yet conscious obligation to the notion of time.
Whether it be remembering a childhood afternoon, enjoying the
present moment, or contemplating the future, the idea of time has
somehow permeated my very being and affected my decision
making process. Painting, in itself, is also an activity which is
steeped in the mystiques of time. The purpose of this thesis
then, is to identify the many-sided concept of time as it applies to
my personal philosophy and to my participation in the arts.
Accompanying this investigation will be a series of easel
paintings. It is my hope and contention that through such a
documented exploration, I will inevitably acknowledge some of
the underlying factors behind my art, and make paintings which
will adhere to these standards.
Last night, after returning from a late evening stroll with my
girlfriend (I like walks ... they help me think things out), I settled
down to finish re-reading Our Town by Thornton Wilder.
Somehow, it was one of those sources that I knew would be
helpful in my thesis. There is a part in Act Three which is
particularly striking. Emily Webb, who had just died of difficulties
in childbirth, asks the stage manager "Do any human beings
ever realize life while they live it? - every, every
minute?" The
stage manager replies "No. ... The saints and poets, maybe -
they do
some." 2
I think I was much more aware of everything when I was
younger. I remember being alone and crying when I was eight
years old, after I'd been told that my family would be leaving
Hong Kong for the United States. We lived near the airport, and
I'd always seen the planes taking off and landing. However, I
never thought that I would be a passenger someday, and that
these weird flying machines actually went somewhere. By the
way, did you know that the Chinese translation for America is
"Beautiful Country"? What a joke. It's the same everywhere. My
father, who was a ship-worker, used to go away to different
countries for months at a time. Whenever he came home, he
would always show us the new additions to his growing stamp
collection. It's strange. I remember once not being quite sure
who this man was.
But what drives a man to pack up his family and belongings
and move away to a strange new environment? Is it the classic
pursuit of a better existence? Probably. It's all about life, isn't it?
Our understanding and accepting of it, I mean. I once read an
article in the N.Y. Times about the cab-drivers of New York City.
Instead of the usual obnoxious American humor regarding the
cabbie's poor English, the writer had decided to focus on the
people behind the wheels. Can you believe that among the
drivers, the reporter found foreign university professors? When
interviewed, these men were very realistic about their present
situation. Despite low wages and imminent danger, they were
with their families and they were able to put bread on the table.
According to the drivers, this was better than what their own
countries had to offer. Yes, they're probably right. But they sure
left alot behind.
My parents still don't speak much English. Yet they function
all the same. They're factory workers in the garment district of
lower Manhattan. Most of their time is devoted to putting bread
on the table. Commuting over 2 hours a day to work, 6 days a
week, my parents are the proud beneficiaries of low wages and
deplorable working conditions. It's strange, you know? I fool
alot of people with my demeanor ... maybe that's why I get to see
so much in life. I've been in conversations where the talk is
about "the man" and how he is still oppressing "us". I've also
been witness to a group of people laughing about how blacks
are only good for sports. No, I don't come from antique furniture,
entertaining, or evening wear. I don't come from high culture. I
don't even come from middle class culture. Whenever I get too
involved in the "art scene", I think about my parents. They came
to this country, leaving friends, family, and a lifestyle behind, so
that (I am convinced) their children could have a better life. But
what about their lives? Here I am, at the end of 6 years of higher
education, writing a silly little paper about my "culminating
experiences". You want real experience, take a look at the real
world.
The philosopher J. Krishnamurti writes "Most of us cling to
some small part of life, and think that through that part we shall
discover the whole. Without leaving the room we hope to
explore the whole length and width of the river and perceive the
richness of the green pastures along its banks. We live in a little
room, we paint on a little canvas, thinking that we have grasped
life by the hand or understood the significance of death; but we
have not. To do that we must go outside." 3
When I ventured outside, I learned that the world had many
lessons to teach me. Both good and bad, right and wrong.
There were periods when my family went through some really
bad times. But somehow we always managed to pull thru.
Unemployment, failed business attempts, government
assistance ... it has all happened to us. Our first apartment in
The Bronx was so run-down that whenever we came home in the
evening, dozens of roaches on the walls and the floors would
nonchalantly run from the lights.
Reality was frequently very harsh. There was the time when I
was playing tag outside and some kid just jumped on my brand
new bicycle and stole it. I remember running home and telling
my mom over and over again, in a hysterical manner, that they
(my parents) would never, ever have to give me my allowance
again. I knew how hard they'd worked to buy me that bicycle.
Another instance was when I looked out of our 6th Floor window
and saw two guys running up to my younger brother. By the time
I got downstairs, they'd already roughed him up, forced him to
the ground, and taken his wallet.
When I was fourteen, my family sent me back to Hong Kong
for the summer to see my grandfather who was very ill. What can
I say? There was my old playmate, staring off dumbly into the
distance, needing someone to feed him, change him, and
dispose of his waste. My grandfather was rushed to the hospital
twice that summer ... a hard lesson for a young cocky kid who
thought he knew everything. He passed away soon after I
returned to the States. By the time my sister staggered thru the
door one evening, having been attacked with a broken bottle by
some lunatic, I was already hardened. I didn't even flinch when I
saw all the blood flowing everywhere.
But is life all about thirteen year old girls getting pregnant,
racial tensions, and stupid people who've never seen the real
and horrible effects of drugs? It's not all "The Grateful Dead",
you know. Did I tell you that I've actually seen the New York
Police Department in action? One day, when I was playing
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handball with some of my friends, about ten cops burst out of an
unmarked van parked on the sidewalk and tackled several drug
dealers. It was an action movie right in front of my eyes! I still
remember everything. Handball, vacant lots, abandoned
buildings, drinking from leaky fire hydrants, etc, etc. But mostly, I
remember handball. One morning, in the early weeks of winter,
Mrs. Brady (an old and feared typing teacher) walked up to me
and gave me a pair of gloves she'd knitted. She said that she'd
seen me playing handball in the cold. Well, how about that?!
My sister just recently graduated from medical school and is
now an intern at a local hospital. My brother has one more year
of studies in civil engineering at R.P.I. Sean Walters, an old
junior high school buddy, whom I unbelievably ran into at R.I.T.,
was kicked out after a year here for growing and selling
marijuana. And myself? Well, you know about me. But what is it
that I'm really trying to do? In regards to time, let's just continue
to talk about the human condition for one minute. We live in a
world in which everyone seems too busy to spend time doing the
things they would really like to do. Even though computers and
technology are supposed to save time (and therefore provide
workers with more leisure time), employers instead are using the
opportunity to cut jobs and down-size their staff. There isn't time
to enjoyably cook and eat a meal with loved ones, but everyone
seems to find the time to glue themselves to the television and to
participate in our consumer society.
According to Stephan Rechtschaffen, "there are cultures on
this planet that have no word for minute or hour, cultures where a
moment can last a whole morning." 4 I wonder if these people
are happier than we are? I wonder if they care about climbing
the socio-economic ladder and other concoctions of modern
society? I wonder. I know one thing ... I used to be an "OVER-
ACHIEVER". I cared about being the best for no other reason
than that I wanted to achieve! I wanted success and power. I
wanted people to whisper my name as I walked by. But it's all
very silly, isn't it? Is that why we make art? One should search
for quality ... but it has to be on one's own terms.
The one thing that was clear all along was that I had to make
my art, my way. Kinda along the lines of Ayn Rand and The
Fountainhead. Throughout my high school education in
Industrial Design, to Commercial Art in college, I was never quite
satisfied. I knew that I had to get something more personal out of
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my work, something which was perhaps more spiritual. Painting
was the only artform which would challenge my needs. Kafka
once wrote "From a certain point onward there is no longer any
turning back. That is the point that must be reached." 5 I believe
I have reached that point. Painting is what I love to do ... and I
am looking forward to doing it for the rest of my life.
Speaking of painting ... just what does time have to do with it?
Well, first of all, I am aware of the history of art, with all its
movements and excess baggage. I am also aware of the
enjoyable time I spend in painting my pictures. While everyone
else in the world is trying to save time and works with deadlines,
I believe that painting is something which you must devote time
to. There are no shortcuts. Robert Henri writes "It can't be done
in an afternoon. It may take some time and many intervals for
consideration. The time does not matter if by it you get your
whole idea of art moved forward." 6
And what is it that I spend all this time searching for in my
paintings? Why, the truth, my man. The truth according to how I
see it! Philip Guston writes "There are twenty crucial minutes in
the evolution of each of my paintings. The closer I get to that
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time - those twenty minutes - the more intensely subjective I
become - but the more objective,
too." 7 Robert Motherwell adds
"In the end I realize that whatever "meaning" that picture has is
just the accumulated "meaning" of ten thousand brush strokes,
each one being decided as it was painted. -- But when you
steadily work at something over a period of time, your whole
being must emerge." 8
I never do sketches anymore before I paint. When I enter my
studio, I really am devoted to the idea of making something
meaningful ... something new ... something alive. I want the
painting to take me and tell me what it wants to become. In my
opinion, the only way to do this is by imitating the process of
nature (creation). In The Desert Music, the poet William Carlos
Williams writes:
- to place myself (in
my nature) beside nature
- to imitate
nature (for to copy nature would be a
shameful thing) 9
What does nature do? It grows wonderful and abstract things
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which human beings taint by giving names to. If we didn't name
things, I think everyone would understand abstract art. I hope to
imitate the process of nature and create something genuine. I
wish to discover something new about the world and about
myself everytime I paint.
Although I don't believe my art is done with any social,
political, or aesthetic notions in mind, I also think my art can't
help but embrace these concepts. It's who I am. Ad Reinhardt
once wrote "The one thing to say about art and life is that art is
art and life is life, that art is not life and life is not art." 10 I don't
think I am as dogmatic as Mr. Reinhardt was. I believe you can
separate yourself from academic aesthetic principles, but I'm not
so sure if you can separate your art from your life. I'm always
reminded of a passage from "Sonny's Blues" by James Baldwin.
- "For while the tale of how we suffer, and how we are delighted,
and how we may triumph is never new, it always must be heard.
There isn't any other tale to tell, it's the only light we've got in all
this
darkness." 11 Let's save the pure decorations for a perfect
world, shall we? I'm with Motherwell when he writes "Without
ethical consciousness, a painter is only a decorator. Without
ethical consciousness, the audience is only sensual, one of
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aesthetes." 12
Ordinarily, I do not like holding court about my paintings. It
seems to me that there is way too much talking and writing being
done about art these days, with most of it being bad dialogue.
It's mostly artspeak, buzz-words, and leftovers resurfacing as a
new dish. I would hope that there is something in my paintings
which will speak for themselves. This is why I tend to write more
about the impetus for my works rather than elaborate upon them.
Due to my thesis obligations however, I do find it necessary to
briefly dissect my paintings for the potential viewer. Please
excuse me for my sophomoric attempt.
As I stated before, the creative act is something which I want
to push to its intellectual extreme. So many people, it seems to
me, brandish the title of Artist by painting subservient or didactic
images. Other technicians, in the meantime, are still fighting the
battle of "anything can be art". In my mind, art must be like the
life which nature mysteriously conceives. We, as artists, must
emulate nature and inject life into our very creations. How, pray
tell, can we do that by starting out with an albatross around our
necks? Let's get down to the nitty-gritty. Let's get down to
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substance. Choose your tools and get down to some serious
work! I agree with Robert Hughes and what he writes about the
information age and the arts. "Since the medium was the
message, the quality of this
"information"
was not held to
matter."1 3 Needless to say, it matters to me.
For now, I have chosen to stick with the age old method of
painting on canvas. Nothing feels as good to my funny bone or
serves my purposes as well as applying paint to a canvas. I feel
in control and yet not in control. Perhaps this has something to
do with the psychic automatist approach which I have adopted.
Again, being aware of the need for substance over style, I am
very careful in my application of this technique. Mr. Hughes
writes "As Robert Motherwell realized, the unconscious could not
be directed; it offered "none of the choices which, when taken,
constitute any expression's form. To give oneself over
completely to the unconscious is to become a
slave." Hence, he
argued, automatism "is actually very little a question of the
unconscious. It is much more a plastic weapon with which to
invent new
forms." 14
The forms in my paintings are
"found"
after working for weeks
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on any given piece. Because of my familiarity with Chinese
culture as well as with urban environments, it is highly plausible
that my paintings have ties to Oriental pictographs and/or graffiti.
I was introduced to both forms of art at a very young age and it
has always seemed to me that they dealt with the issue of life
and how to reflect it symbolically. In painting and calligraphy, the
Chinese literati strove to attain the Ch'i-yun or "spirit
resonance."15 This quality was measured by whether the work
was
"alive"
or not. The issue of life, as we know, is also of
concern to the contemporary graffiti artist. It is because of his
standing in this mad, mad world that the graffiti artist has felt the
need to share his declarations of existence with us. He is
literally screaming "I am alive, and this is what my life is!"
Following along this train of thought, I feel that I may be dealing
with my own perceptions of life by introducing a symbol (my
paintings) which is a conglomeration of my Eastern and Western
influences and concerns.
Phew! With that said, I must now say this. The fine arts and
painting, are not everything to me. Hanging works on a wall and
socializing at openings doesn't mean very much to me. All that
mumble-jumble about success are now of minor concern to me.
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You see, in my mind, the history of Western Art (or for that matter,
Western Civilization) has been headed in one direction all along.
All those actions and reactions, movements and anti-movements
have all pointed at one thing - the freeing of mankind from
oppression ... the continuing search for a better society. The
intelligent artist must be like a steadfast lighthouse, shining
bright no matter how turbulent the weather may be.
In my book, all human beings should have the chance to do
what it is they love to do. All human beings should be taught that
it's o.k. to do what they love to do. Creativity in the highest
sense. If art was only art as art, then we would have stopped
with reclining nudes and dignified portraits. No, there is a higher
mission at stake here. While it is true that painters give back to
the world just by being who they are and by making their art
(which is a beautiful act), I'm not sure if that is enough. Maybe
the new movement should be Moralism ... a sort of Humanism.
Ben Shahn talked about it over 40 years ago. 16 All I know is
that I must play my part. Krishnamurti writes "You can afford to
do it, so why don't you use your intelligence to find out what is
true and create a new society (a world not based on
acquisitiveness, or power and prestige)? The poor man is not
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going to revolt, because he is wholly occupied, he wants food,
work. But you who have leisure, a little free time to use your
intelligence, why don't you revolt?" 17
But what is all this revolt stuff? It sounds like the Communists!
No, seriously, it's not a dangerous thing at all. It can be done if
you're in the arts ... or if you're a baker, or if you're an engineer,
etc. It's a revolt of the self ... and this calls for intelligent and
creative people. People say painting is dead ... but is it? Does it
still have power to speak about our lives? Children are still
picking up pencils and drawing, the painters are still painting,
and the poets are still writing poetry. We still have a chance! But
what we need are good people before anything else.
Anton Chekhov once wrote in "The Wager" (this is a long one,
but I have to get it down):
"Your books gave me wisdom. All that unwearying human
thought created in the centuries is compressed to a little lump in
my skull. I know that I am cleverer than you all. And I despise
your books, despise all worldly blessings and wisdom.
Everything is void, frail, visionary and delusive as a mirage.
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Though you be proud and wise and beautiful, yet will death wipe
you away from the face of the earth like the mice underground;
and your posterity, your history, and the immortality of your men
of genius will be as frozen slag, burnt down together with the
terrestrial globe. You are mad, and gone the wrong way. You
take falsehood for truth and ugliness for beauty. You would
marvel if suddenly apple and orange trees should bear frogs and
lizards instead of fruit, and if roses should begin to breathe the
odor of a sweating horse. So do I marvel at you, who have
bartered heaven for earth. I do not want to understand you." 1^
Human beings, if you think about it, really need very little to
survive. We all need food, love, and shelter. Unbelievably
however, out of the search for these essentials, our lives have
gotten so complicated. The danger is in getting too caught up
with society's creations, pastimes, and pretenses. Simplify!
Appreciate life as it stands before you. Paul Bowles writes "And
it occurred to him that a walk through the countryside was a sort
of epitome of the passage through life itself. One never took the
time to savor the details; one said: another day, but always with
the knowledge that each day was unique and final, that there
never would be a return, another
time." 19 So what is it that I'm
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trying to say (not just for myself, but for everyone)? LIVE! LIVE!
LIVE! LIVE! LIVE! Open your eyes! Look for the truth in
everything. Feel the pain and suffering, but also feel love. Ask
yourself what it is you are to do on this earth.
My art is about hope if it's about anything at all! You see, I
believe in the human race. It's the only thing I've ever invested
in. Otherwise, I wouldn't be making art. Despite what we see on
the evening news, I think life today is better than it ever was
before. The potential for the human species is largely untapped
... but sometimes it takes disciplined people to keep the mission
on the right track. John Sloan writes "Art is the result of the
creative consciousness of the order of existence. How can there
be any ultimate solution of that? Art is the evidence of man's
understanding, the evidence of civilization. Humanness is what
counts. Man doesn't change much over the centuries, but there
is evidence that he is growing more human, very slowly,
although it is his one great reason for
being." 20
It's time we stopped worrying about ourselves. It's time our art
asked for something more from the artist. It's time every
preoccupation asked for something more from its participants.
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Dan Millman writes "One day you will serve others not out of self-
interest or guilt or social conscience, but because there's nothing
else you'd rather
do" 21 And you know what? That day is today.
We didn't do it yesterday ... and the future is what we make of it.
"The time always was, is, and always will be now! Now is the
time; the time is now. Is it clear?" 22
Be nice to people and care about the world - without a reason.
Be happy! Have hope. Only when I let go of concerns about
myself can new and great things happen. Only then can new
and great art be made (art that is truly useful to the world).
Krishnamurti writes "Most of us want to reach an end, we want to
be able to say, "I have arrived at self-knowledge and I am
happy"; but it is not like that at all. If you can look at yourself
without condemning what you see, without comparing yourself
with somebody else, without wishing to be more beautiful or
more virtuous; if you can just observe what you are and move
with it, then you will find that it is possible to go infinitely far.
Then there is no end to the journey, and that is the mystery, the
beauty of
it." 23
In closing, I would like to quote Ned and Mae, a pair of hermits
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who live in the Adirondacks. "Forty years in the woods earning a
life, not a living. A lot of people, I think, wished they would have
done it." 24 Ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much for
your time. I've gotta go. There's work to be done.
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ILLUSTRATIONS
Figure
1 . jaime - 36" x 36", oil on canvas, 1 994
2. ruthledqe - 36" x 30", oil on canvas, 1 994
3. joan - 30" x 36", oil on canvas, 1 994
4. siu-pong -
36"
x 30", oil on canvas, 1 994
5. yuet-wai - 39" x 27", oil on canvas, 1 995
6. victoria - 45" x 45", oil on canvas, 1995
7. sean - 45" x 40", oil on canvas, 1 995
8. hyacinth - 90" x 66", oil on canvas, 1995
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